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Connecting Classrooms:
Russian Language Teaching Project at UCF
Alla Kourova
“Everything flows, nothing stays still.” — Heraclitus.1
Change happens all the time and in all places. It is a characteristic of our
modern world. A current trend in the world is globalization, which
occurred by rapid developments in transportation and information
technology. Today, people from diverse backgrounds come into more
and more contact with each other with a regularity that is unique to this
period of human history. As a result, intercultural communication has
become increasingly important.
More than ever, our programs need to address
internationalization and cross-cultural understanding. Contemporary
language classes must account for features far beyond just linguistics;
they must incorporate the larger cultural fabric of which language is only
a part. Educators have voiced that we need to include cultural learning
as part of language learning, with the primary goal of better enabling
students to discover that there are multiple ways of viewing the world
(Sellami, 2000).
The main premise of this paper is to demonstrate through the
presentation of one project how the teaching of English as a foreign
language in Russia and teaching of Russian as a Foreign Language in
America can help students learn not only about other countries and their
cultures, but also open their eyes to their own local culture and promote
their sense of identity and pride in its rich cultural heritage. This paper
draws on a number of principles involving intercultural awareness and
competence. Although the latter emerged mainly from research about
Westerners working abroad, the need to raise learners’ intercultural
awareness has now expanded to include a wide spectrum of areas such
______________________________________
An earlier version of this article was presented at the 2013 Annual Conference of the
American Association of the Teachers of Slavic and East European Languages in Boston. I
would like to thank the audience members for their questions and comments, especially
the editor and two anonymous reviewers for their valuable suggestions on improving
this article.
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as studying abroad, international business, cross-cultural training, and
expatriates living overseas (Sinicrope, Norris, and Watanabe, 2007). As
for foreign language classes, many researchers and practitioners assume
a direct relationship between these and the development of intercultural
communication competence (Byram, 1997, Planken and Korzilius, 2004).
In Byram’s view, foreign language courses should not only teach
students the language needed to communicate, but also confront them
with the experience of “otherness” while helping them to develop the
ability to “decenter” and understand how messages are perceived in
other cultural contexts.
Intercultural awareness can be viewed as the process of becoming
more aware of and developing a better understanding of one’s own
culture and other cultures throughout the world (Yassine, 2006). It
promotes the willingness and readiness to stop assuming that one’s own
beliefs, values, and behaviors are the only correct ones and to view them
from an outsider’s perspective.
Intercultural awareness is a very dynamic concept. It is much
more than acquiring facts about different cultures; it entails a whole
range of skills and attitudes. Chris Rose (1004), cited in Yassine (2006),
lists observing, identifying, and recording elements in both the home and
target cultures. These include comparing and contrasting, negotiating
meaning, dealing with or tolerating ambiguity, accepting difference,
defending one’s own point of view while acknowledging the legitimacy
of others, and not limiting the possibility of interpretation as necessary
skills and attitudes for heightened intercultural awareness.
One of the most well-established models of intercultural
competence was developed by Byram in 1997 (Sinicrope, Norris and
Watanabe, 2007). Byram proposed a five-factor model of intercultural
competence composed of the following criteria: 1) The attitude factor,
which refers to the ability to relativize one’s self and value others; 2) The
knowledge factor, which means knowledge of the rules for individual
and social interaction both in the home and target cultures; 3) The skills
of interpreting and relating; 4) The skills of discovery and interaction;
and 5) Critical cultural awareness, which describes the ability to use
perspectives, practices, and products in one’s own culture and in other
cultures to make evaluations. Increasing a student’s awareness of his or
her own culture entails a progression where students gradually develop
an awareness of “self” in relationship to the “other” by reflecting on
similarities and differences between their own and the target culture,
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which eventually clarifies what is deepest and most relevant to their
identities (Kourova, and Modianos, 2013).
Students are very active agents in the learning process; the focus
is on what they can bring into the classroom and what they can take
away from it. Learning about the target culture is redirected towards a
more concerted hands-on experiential approach in which the learner
engages in a discovery process of both the target and home cultures and
their ways of life (Sellami, 2000). In the process, the student not only
learns a foreign language, but he also develops as a person and as a
member of a larger community. Incorporating intercultural awareness in
the foreign language class can and should lead to the development and
enrichment of the student’s identity (Fenner, 2008) and personal growth.
This development takes place when learners reconcile new and
challenging ideas with their pre-existing beliefs and values through
learning experiences in the foreign language (Porto, 2009).
According to Straub (1999) as cited in Thanasoulas (2001),
learners need to be provided with some kind of meta-language in order
to talk about their culture and “to cultivate a degree of intellectual
objectivity essential in cross-cultural analysis.” Students learn to view the
assumptions, values, and premises operating in their home culture in a
new critical manner, thereby developing their critical thinking skills.
English/Russian as a Foreign Language in Russia and the U.S.
Given the prominent role that English has gained in the last century,
especially in the worlds of science, advanced technology, and
communications, it has become an international language and a lingua
franca used by an increasing number of people in various fields all over
the world. To further understand the role of culture in learning a foreign
language, it would be beneficial to reflect on current practice in teaching
English as a foreign language in the Russian educational system.
Teaching and learning English have become a necessity in Russia, where
the aim is to develop the social and economic lives of the future
generation. In Russia, English plays a very significant role in the
economic and social life of the country. Since the beginning of the 1990s,
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, knowledge of the English language
helped one keep abreast of the developments taking place in other parts
of the world. Russia began to participate in industry, trade, and financial
activities in which the use of English was indispensable. English is now
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widely used in many sectors of life including mass media, business, and
education.
In the 1990s, a modern system of foreign language instruction
was introduced and English was designated as the main foreign
language in public schools. English is now taught as a primary subject in
all public schools from as early as the first grade in specialized private
schools, and the second grade in the public schools. This allows Russian
students to study the language for a total of ten years before embarking
on their higher education. In higher education institutions, English is an
important medium of instruction in most science, technology, and
commerce-based specializations. In the society at large, English is
exerting an increasingly important influence on all aspects of Russian
society and its development. Knowledge of English is now an essential
prerequisite for obtaining many different types of employment in both
the public and private sectors, and opens doors to higher positions in
society in general.
In the ideological and discursive analysis of English language
teaching in Russia, the research investigates the uses and values of
English in Russian society as perceived by university graduates, English
language teachers, supervisors, and school principals. Four main uses are
identified. First, English is seen as the prime medium of international
communication and the tool that bridges the linguistic gap between
different parts of the world. English can facilitate international
integration, understanding, and cooperation. Second, English is
acknowledged as a bridge leading to good employment, a better future,
and a better life. Third, English is used for academic purposes. It is one of
the main mediums of instruction in most higher education institutions,
which often require students to have gained a certain level of proficiency
in it as a condition for admission. Fourth, English is also perceived as
valuable for enhancing cultural analysis and understanding. Moreover,
Russian education leaders believe that English is a powerful tool for
transmitting and accessing culture, knowledge, and for opening the
doors of modernization and understanding (Kourova, and Modianos,
2013).
At the school level, the English curriculum in Russia is based on a
communicative as well as a content-based syllabus having cultural
material related to both Russian and English speaking countries. One of
the main objectives of the textbooks prescribed by the Ministry of
Education is “to encourage students to develop a positive attitude
80

Russian Language Journal, Vol. 63, 2013

towards and take an interest in their own and different cultures and
peoples” (Lin, 2009). An investigation of educators who teach English as
a Foreign Language (EFL) shows their perceptions of cultural aspects in
Russian EFL textbooks. It reports that teachers identified the following
aims for the incorporation of cultural material: expanding learners’
understanding of the world; motivating them to learn more about other
cultures; developing a positive attitude towards other people and their
cultures; raising learners’ awareness of other cultures; developing
learners’ understanding of their own culture; identifying similarities and
differences between Russian culture and international cultures; and
developing learners’ language ability so they can reflect critically on the
cultural issues identified in the material.
In contrast to Russian educational methodology with respect to
teaching English, the teaching of Russian as a foreign language in the
United States has a completely different history, and is still trying to find
its place as one of the critical languages among those taught in
universities and high schools. In the past six years, the study of Russian
in American universities has grown from 23,921 students in 2002 to
26,883 in 2009 (AATSEEL newsletter, 2011). It still remains difficult (for
example, in Florida) at the university level and nearly impossible for K12 students to find offerings in Russian language instruction. Even when
Russian language instruction is offered, the majority of the textbooks,
like “Голоса” or “Начало,” available for use in teaching Russian as a
foreign language, are based on a communicative method with only a
modest presentation of cultural information; this current practice does
not as yet serve students well.
At the University of Central Florida (UCF), the Russian program
at the intermediate level includes a project called “Connecting
Classrooms” that has enhanced both the students’ cultural and
intercultural awareness and their sense of respect in their own cultural
identity. The mission of the project is multidimensional, as it aims to
combine language instruction with real experience to foster meaningful
social, cultural, and personal learning. The goals of the project can be
stated as follows:
1) To improve students’ proficiency and communication skills in
Russian, especially oral skills;
2) To increase student motivation and interest in improving their
language skills by providing them with opportunities for student
involvement and “ownership” of their learning; and
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3) To encourage mutual respect and openness to different ideas
among Russian and American students.
As part of the Intermediate Russian Language & Civilization class
at the University of Central Florida, students have traversed the globe to
eliminate cultural barriers and language gaps in order to foster enduring
connections. Through the ongoing project “Connecting Classrooms,”
UCF students who study Russian are paired and work on collaborative
curriculum projects with Lyceum #7 (Novocherkassk, from the Rostovon-Don region of Russia) students who study English. Together, the
students collaborate across borders on curriculum projects that
encompass both Russian and English communication. The Russian
students are 17-18 years of age, and the UCF students’ ages range from
19-30. A total of 34 American and 34 Russian students participated in the
project during these two years.
For the past two academic years, partnerships were formed from
the same group of students in both participating schools (UCF and
Lyceum#7). They have worked on a variety of joint projects, which have
taken them outside the boundaries of their classrooms. By having to
explain and clarify their own culture, language, and society to others,
students acquired a deeper appreciation for their own cultural heritage.
The activities and examples described below are based on the
experiences of the two schools. Both schools used the principal of
international project methodology.
Project Preparation and Overview
1. Discussing the project idea,
problems, and the goals of
the projects

2. Discussing specific activities

3. Preparing for students’
analysis of interaction
82

Both teachers presented the
cultural information and the
connection between cultures, and
explained what the students had
to do.
Both teachers presented specific
information about the foreign
educational system, geographical
location, and cultural traditions,
and provided students with
individual assignments.
Both teachers prepared
brainstorming activities for use
during the project.
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4. Encouraging students’
independent communication
and research

5. Supervising the students’
progress
6. Evaluating mid-project
progress

7. Preparing for the final Skype
interaction

8. Conducting the final Skype
conference

9. Assessing the project

Both teachers encouraged and
supported students’
independent communication
through e-mail and Skype, their
work, and their research.
Practicing face-to-face
communication as preparation
for individual activities occurred.
Both teachers consistently
monitored students’ progress
during the project.
Both teachers and the students
evaluated their project to that
point in terms of strengths and
weaknesses.
Both teachers helped students to
develop the content and structure
for the final semester Skype
interaction.
Both teachers explained proper
etiquette and demeanor to their
students. The students took turns
in presenting their topics and
questions during the conference.
The teachers and the students
assessed learning outcomes
together.

Year One
The motto of the first year was “Breaking down Barriers.” This was the
year when students from both countries got to know each other at
personal, institutional, and cultural levels. Students exchanged letters, emails, videos, and CDs including information about themselves, their
hobbies, families, villages, subjects, and the educational systems at their
schools, as well as different aspects of their cultures. The Skype
conferences were held once a month; three in the fall semester and three
in the spring semester. Each conference was based on a specific topic that
was prepared and discussed in the e-mails between students. The
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students were allowed to use both languages, but the primary target for
UCF students was Russian. Students exchanged parcels containing letters
and gifts. In their classes, students examined the contents of the parcels,
discussed it, and expressed opinions. This process continued for some
time, as parcels were exchanged at least three times throughout the
semester. This was then followed by an evaluation stage in which
students analyzed and discussed what they had learned about each other
and gave short presentations. The topics of the discussions were the
following: Meet me, Speech and Society, Clothing, Housing, Food,
Shopping, Free time, Holidays, Education, Work and Money,
Communication, Transportation, and Nature.
Year Two
In the second year of the project, students worked on a multi-disciplinary
range of subject-specific projects. In their classes, one of the most
pioneering projects was students’ work on the collection, translation, and
writing of folktales from their local villages. Students engaged in the
research process as they interviewed older members of their local
cultures and listened to folktales. Students collected, translated, and
wrote folk tales from different Russian and American regions. Students
compiled these in the form of a booklet, and also used them as a basis for
creating their own original stories. Each participating school created a
book of both American and Russians traditional stories, and stories
created by the other school as part of its permanent display of student
work. A copy of this book was exchanged with the partner school. In the
class, students analyzed different aspects of the American traditional
stories and identified areas of similarities and differences between them
and the folktales sent from Russia. The final examination required
students to present a folk tale in their target language.
Participating students also made drawings depicting different
elements of their culture, such as festivals, architectural designs, clothes,
jewelry, and Russian and American customs and traditions. These were
sent with samples of a variety of artifacts that represented both Russia’s
and America’s rich cultural heritage. Participating in the project also
encouraged students to address some important global environmental
issues such as climate change, recycling, and pollution. With the help of
their teacher, students developed questionnaires, including items they
would like to investigate regarding the geography and environment of
the partner school. Items covered areas related to climate, lifestyle, and
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geographic and demographic features. Students’ research resulted in the
creation of a local school newspaper or a radio report that was
broadcasted through local media venues.
In the summer of 2012 and 2013, the Russian Language and
Culture Study Abroad Program was successfully held in Moscow. After
the program, five UCF students in 2012 and five students in 2013 visited
Novocherkassk as guests in the homes of their Russian pen pals from
Connecting Classrooms. From March 16 to 27, our UCF students
returned the favor and hosted their Russian pen pals, their English
teacher, and their school principal. This was a remarkable opportunity
not only to come full circle on foreign language study, but also to set a
positive international impression about the United States and the
American way of life.
The Connecting Classrooms project is a strong example of how
attempts to know and understand the target-language students have
given students enriching opportunities that have become part of the
fabric of their cultural understanding. Right from the beginning, students
developed friendships with their target culture peers and wrote to them
explaining aspects related to their own cultures. In order to gather
information, students engage in a search process in their local
environment by doing activities that bring them closer to their culture
and its rich heritage, such as investigating museums and forts, seeking
stories and legends, taking photographs, and making drawings.
The Connecting Classrooms project not only benefits its teachers
and the students that participate, it also benefits the whole local
community by fostering greater social cohesion. Young people not only
develop a deeper knowledge and understanding of cultures and societies
in other countries, but also gain a better understanding of different
cultural backgrounds within their own communities (Kourova, and
Modianos, 2013).
The Connecting Classrooms project allows student to not only
exchange language, but to foster cultural diversity, tolerance, and reallife interactions that enrich their views about the global society in which
we live. With every conversation, students from both ends of the
spectrum go beyond their boundaries of communication. There were
many outcomes of the project, but some of the specific ones were that
eighteen American students participated in the Study Abroad program
in Russia for four weeks, six American students applied for a Fulbright
scholarship to teach English in Russia, twelve American students are in
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the TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) certificate program
at UCF, three in TESOL (Teaching English Speakers of Other Languages)
Master program, and thirteen Russian students entered different Russian
universities as English majors.
CONCLUSION
This project describes how students can gradually develop an awareness
of themselves and others and their own way of life, which they often take
for granted. In the process, students learn how to form and display
positive attitudes toward and understanding other cultures. They learn
that there are multiple ways of perceiving issues and understanding
them, and most importantly, they learn that their views and those of
their local culture have a large impact on their lives.
The literature presented in the paper outlined the connection
between foreign language learning and identity construction, and
highlighted the inextricable relationship between the two. In this project,
students are encouraged to play multiple roles drawing on their varied
and rich cultural backgrounds and experiences. In the process, students
become aware of the various frames of reference they can draw upon and
how to bring these to the conscious level. In a similar vein, their foreign
language learning experience and exposure to the target culture(s) helps
them to understand what it means to be part of a culture, be it their own
regional one, or the global culture at large.
The students’ cultural experiences encourage them to become
independent learners and allow them to be novice researchers who are
capable of using tools and resources to find information on culturerelated issues and topics. It also helps them to develop higher-level
thinking through analysis of material, reflection, and evaluation.
The Connecting Classrooms project helped students not only to
bridge the gap between people separated by differences in cultural
background by discovering what they have in common, but also by
bringing them closer to the richness and variety of their own culture
(Kourova, and Modianos, 2013).
The onus is on teachers to help create an atmosphere that
encourages dialogue, curiosity, and openness in their classrooms.
Students of the 21st century are not passive learners. When cultural
material of the target culture is presented to them, students can use it not
only to communicate with people from the target culture and understand
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them better, but also as a tool to give them a second (or third) voice to
express their thoughts and ideas (Thanasoulas, 2001).
For the past two academic years, partnerships in which the same
group of students from both participating schools (UCF and Russia)
work on a variety of joint projects have taken them outside the
boundaries of their classrooms and involved them in a discovery process
about themselves and the other students with respect to language,
culture, and society.
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